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After an Autumn of Turning Compost I Learned What a

Foundation Means

In the autumn of my ninth grade year, I helped at grandpa home for a whole
autumn, mostly one task: composting, turning the pile, and applying it. The compost
heap was filthy and heavy; at first I pinched my nose through it, and by the end I

had tasted a truth out of it that cured the emptiness of my writing.

In early October, grandpa stacked the spent vines, rotten leaves, and straw from
the cleared garden against the wall, layer upon layer with water poured on, and told
me to turn the pile once a week. Turning was brutal work: drive the pitchfork in,
bring the bottom up on top, stench in your face, one turn and you are drenched in
sweat. I asked why not just bury the manure straight into the ground and plant,

saving trouble. Grandpa said raw manure burned the roots, and unrotted vines are dead
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matter; their fertility stays locked in composting. What the soil eats is fully

rotted fertilizer, not a pile of things buried to look like it counts.

I turned that pile for over a month and watched it change: the straw went soft,
the rotten leaves melted away, the color shifted from motley to dark brown. Grab a
handful, squeeze, release, and it crumbles into loose crumb; the stink was gone,
replaced by the smell of earth. Grandpa took a handful and scattered it into the
plot: this is ripe fertilizer; it feeds roots the moment it goes in. On the half-plot
dressed with it, the winter spinach grew thick—-leaved and green enough to weigh heavy

on a scale.

Around that time my weekly journals kept drawing this comment from the language
teacher: empty content, stacked phrases, not one solid sentence. I resented it. I had
memorized fine phrases; how could I be empty? One day I squatted by the compost heap
eating my lunch box, watching that dark brown ripe fertilizer, and it struck me
awake: my fine phrases were raw manure. Plenty in memory, all floating on the
surface, never rotted into my own life; when I wrote, they burned my own roots and
only stank at people. Grandpa soil does not recognize raw fertilizer, and a grading

teacher does not recognize raw phrases.

After that I stopped rushing to pile up fine words. I adopted grandpa composting
method: stack the books I read, the doings of the village, the work in the garden,
layer by layer into my heart, then turn it all once a week in my journal, throwing
out the talk that had not rotted through, letting real events and true feeling
compost in. My journals grew from one page to two, then three, all my own doings. On
the finals I scored one hundred and two in language, and the teacher wrote four

characters: roots now, good.

On the last weekend before the entrance exam, grandpa applied the final round of
fertilizer in the plot, and I helped him turn it. His back was not what it had been,
so I took the pitchfork and turned while he steadied it. When we finished he took a
handful, sniffed, and nodded: fully rotted. Standing there, I felt the words were
also about me. One autumn of compost taught me that nothing in this world nourishes a
person straight from the heap; knowledge must be rotted through, experience must be
rotted through, and only then does a person have a foundation. That foundation I will

carry wherever I go.
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